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Honoré Daumier, Eh! Bien en regardent (1865) 
 
 
“What colours! What drawing! It’s a van Dyck… It’s a Rubens… It’s marvellous. It’s 
stunning”, says a well-dressed upper-class woman in a bustle to her two equally well-
dressed male companions, who flinch away equally from the painting and her remarks 
(La visite, 1857). A top-hatted connoisseur makes like Sherlock Holmes with a 
magnifying glass, scrutinising a painting at close range, hoping to wrinkle out of it 
qualities that no one else sees (Eh! bien en regardent, 1865). “What a strange idea, 
that someone would think of making something like that!” says a gap-toothed, lower-
class man to his crone-like wife, both of them dressed in only occasionally-worn 
Sunday best clothes that do not properly fit (Dis donc, not’homme, 1852). “You do 
the left-hand side and I’ll do the right, and when we get home we can compare notes”, 
says a petrified petit-bourgeois husband to his similarly terrified wife as they walk 
down the imposing banks of paintings looming overhead (Ma femme… comme 
n’aurions pas le temps, 1859). These four lithographs by Homoré Daumier were 
published in the weekly newspaper Le Charivari, where Daumier worked for some 30 
years between about 1830 and 1860. They in fact belong to a well-established genre 
of caricature, recently the subject of some scholarly attention, devoted to the Salons, 
the annual art exhibition first held in 1699.1 Other prominent exponents of the genre 
were Jean-Louis Hamon and Cham (Amadée de Noé), the latter of whom worked for 
the rival L’Aurore, and scholars often draw a distinction between the conservative 
pro-Monarchist stance of Cham and the Republican Daumier. The most prominent 
age for the genre was undoubtedly the mid-19th century period of the Second Empire, 
when both Daumier and those others worked, after it became possible for newspapers 
to carry pages of illustrations but before the new photomechanical techniques did 
away with the need for the laborious methods of hand-made etching and lithography. 
Salon caricature, however, continued all the way through the 19th century, until the 
Salons themselves began to decline in importance, and I am sure that most of us can 
remember from our introductory Modern Art courses the famous caricatures of 
Manet’s Olympia and Courbet’s The Stonebreakers (apparently, this kind of attack got 
Manet down, while Courbet wore it as a badge of pride).  
 
 The Salons of the Académie royale de peinture et de sculpture were established to 
display the work of the recent graduates of the École des Beaux-Arts and took place at 
the exclusive Salon Carré before being moved to the bigger Louvre in 1725 and then 
the much bigger Palais de l’Industrie in 1857. At first, entry to the show was restricted 
to aristocrats and Academicians, but in 1737 under Louis XV the public was admitted 
one day a week, and in 1831 under Louis-Philippe a more general policy of admission 
was initiated.2 This, along with the fact that after the Revolution artists did not have to 
go to the École des Beaux-Arts but anyone could enter (later a jury of Academicians 
was reinstalled, but it exerted progressively less and less influence), meant that we 
had the creation of a “public” space, which marks the beginning both of a certain 
modernism and the problem of what we might call aesthetic judgment in the proper 
sense. (The Salon of 1864, for example, included some 3468 paintings, sculptures and 
etchings.) What was previously the preserve of selected jurists and critics was now 
open to all to make up their minds (a lot like this Art Fair). Indeed, as the century 
moved on, due to this opening up of a wider judgement, the Salons began to lose their 
credentialising power, with artists increasingly refusing their monopoly over taste. 
History is full of examples of “incorrect” judgements being made by the jury (a 
Cabanel portrait of the Emperor being awarded the Grande Médaille the same year 
Manet’s Olympia was so publicly mocked), and in 1863 Napoleon III inaugurated the 
Salon des refusés to show work rejected by the official Salon, and later in 1874 there 
was the first Impressionist Exhibition and in 1884 the first Salon des Indépendents, 
which would include such artists as Seurat, Cézanne, Pissarro and Cassatt. (It is, of 
course, to this exhibition that the alternative to this Art Fair, Spring 1883, held at the 
Windsor Hotel, alludes.) Nevertheless, something like the Salon model continued on 
into the 20th century, seen in such things as the famous Salon of Independent Artists 
in New York, which Duchamp shocked in 1917 by submitting his urinal, or the Salon 
des Réalités Nouvelles, which ran in Paris immediately after WWII. 
 
It is the changed circumstances of the entry of the public into the business of judging 
art that Daumier seeks to address in his lithographs. Of course, the first Salons and the 
Academy behind it were an attempt to impose an official taste, to state the rules by 
which artists should be judged and recognised. But with the admission of the general 
public, who did not know the rules and were not qualified to make judgements, all of 
this was transformed. Now judgement was not certain, and there was the necessary 
attempt to “educate” the masses. The Academy did not control its own rules any more 
– it had allowed itself to be subject to the judgement of others – but this new public 
also did not know the rules – it was in turn judged by the work. In a way, both are 
thrust into a “modern” situation – this will be the series of avant-gardes that the 
opening up of the Salons to the public will inaugurate – in which the criteria for art 
are contested, up for grabs, able to be variously claimed by one party or another. And 
this in a sense is the comedy of Daumier’s caricatures. When the bustled woman says 
she loves the work without knowing by whom it is painted or a crowd of top-hatted 
gentlemen all crane for a look at what they cannot see (Aspect du salon le jour de 
l’ouverture, 1857), the point Daumier is trying to make is the hidden conformity, the 
desperate search for reassurance, that characterises modern art. No one has a clue, and 
all one can do – instead of truly judging oneself – is appeal to an assumed consensus, 
a particular constituency, secretly look around at others (or even, as it were, ask the 
work itself) and see if they think the same. For all of the new world the opening of the 
Academy up to the public suggests, Daumier reveals that we are each afraid of our 
new-found freedom. We do not judge before others (we seek to conform to the work), 






Honoré Daumier, Moi ce que j’aime dans la salle de Sculpture, 1852 
 
 
In other words, for all of art history’s attempt to align Daumier to a modern taste (the 
only way, it appears, we can justify him, the reason he is preferred over his historical 
rivals), in fact what Daumier prefigures is a critique of modernism: its hidden 
conformity, the ignorance driving it, the unacknowledged human dimension in its 
apparently disinterested appreciation of art. Daumier – and we will come back to this 
– is almost something of a Hans Haacke in laying bare the repressed socio-political 
conditions of modernism. And yet there is another aspect of Daumier’s satire that 
appears to go against this, or at least complicates it, and is not so sympathetic to our 
tastes. For if Daumier wants to prick the pretensions of the nouveaux-riches who seek 
to emulate the aristocrats of the Academy, it is also the complacency of the great 
unwashed, the workers, who do not take art seriously. If he is critical of those who 
pretend, he is equally scornful of those who do not pretend, who wilfully don’t get it. 
Or, rather – and this is Daumier’s true brilliance as a parodist – of those who merely 
pretend not to get it, who stubbornly refuse to play, because art truly is for all. “I like 
coming to the sculpture room. You can always get a seat”, yawns one man to another 
quietly dozing away, and this might appear authentic (Moi ce que j’aime dans la salle 
de Sculpture, 1852). But the point of Daumier’s caricature – the much-acclaimed way 
in which he draws his figures – is that this is just as much a pretence as the art he 
scorns, equally done only for the unconscious approval of his colleague, performed 
only for an imagined audience. 
 
The young scholar Julia Langbein’s 2014 PhD from the University of Chicago, ‘Salon 
Caricature in the Second Empire’, is well worth reading in this regard. In it she 
identifies a certain structure of doubling or redoubling in caricature, in which, as she 
puts it, the objective becomes the subjective, or put otherwise in which the caricaturist 
no sooner laughs at another than they also laugh at themselves. As Langbein writes: 
“The comic artist cultivates his dédoublement and wields it with an extreme self-
awareness that appears as self-ignorance… He maintains the relational pair – the ‘two 
beings present’ – within himself”.3 And we might see this here because, insofar as 
Daumier laughs at the pretensions of those who take art seriously, he is necessarily 
laughing at himself. That is to say, if there is in his work a turn towards the 
“commonsense” of ordinary people who do not fall for the seductions of art – and this 
is part of the subsequent mythologisation of Daumier as a “man of the people”, who 
stands outside of the pretensions he mocks – we can also see that he laughs at these 
people too. It appears – and this is perhaps the true doubling at stake in his work – 
that there is no easy position to take on art in Daumier’s caricatures. We are always 
either too high or too low. We cannot be inside the art system, subject to its illusions 
and deceptions, but we cannot be outside of it either. We cannot get it right (as 
opposed to the claims of so-called experts), but there is also no way of avoiding it (as 
opposed to the claims of the so-called non-experts). I know that this will sound 
counter-intuitive, but it seems to me that the best word to describe the attitude 
revealed in Daumier’s lithographs is populism. On the one hand, he is opposed to the 
attempt to take art away from ordinary people and make it the province of the experts, 
and on the other art is for everyone and everyone must engage with it. But if populism 
is a kind of doubling, with no clear inside but also no clear outside, it is underwritten 
by something else, a further doubling or self-reflection. The place of this populism, 
where it is spoken from – and we will come back to this – is not necessarily accessible 
to populism itself.4 In fact, the greatest triumph of any caricaturist, the evidence of the 
total world-view they create, is that there is nothing outside of caricature, and even the 
straight, the normal, the undistorted, comes across only as the greatest distortion, 
another caricature.5 Everything is doubled, rendered uncertain, open to further 
judgement or the search for “higher” or more universal grounds, by the power of art 
as seen in the caricature. 
 
It is all of this that Charles Baudelaire intuitively understood when he wrote about 
Daumier and caricature in his two great essays, ‘Some French Caricaturists’ and ‘Of 
the Essence of Laughter and Generally of the Comic in the Plastic Arts’, and made 
him the basis of his modernism in ‘The Painter of Modern Life’. (Commentators have 
suggested that Baudelaire was actually meaning Manet when he made Constantin 
Guys the embodiment of his modernism in that essay, but it is also Daumier.) It was 
Baudelaire as much as anyone else who constructed the myth of Daumier as an 
implicitly Leftish man of the people, an anti-Monarchist and advocate of democracy 
(this is the argument of the essay largely devoted to Daumier, ‘Some French 
Caricaturists’). However, if we read those two other essays closely, we can see – and 
this is not so often discussed – Baudelaire’s brilliant linking of Daumier with 
modernism. Beyond any political recognisability of Daumier’s social critique, 
Baudelaire is suggesting that what is radical about his work is his modernism, and that 
this modernism is indicated by laughter. Laughter points to what is currently 
unrecognised or inexpressible – it is indicated by no particular outward form – and yet 
is what is truly, beyond any actual public or social program, universally shared. 
Laughter is perhaps the impossible acknowledgement – and Baudelaire more or less 
says this – that there is nothing outside of artifice, that the straightest is only the 
greatest cover up, that art doubles the world and that any judgement made concerning 
it always ultimately falls upon the one making it. This is what Baudelaire says in ‘Of 
the Essence of Laughter’: “It must be added that one of the most distinctive signs of 
the absolute comic is to be unconscious of itself. That is to be seen not only in certain 
animals like monkeys, in whom gravity is an essential element of their funniness… 
but also in those Chinese grotesque figures which we find so diverting, and which 
have much less of a comic intention than is generally believed”.6 
 
It is populism, of course, that is the pressing problem of art today. Indeed, we might 
even say that populism is virtually synonymous with the contemporary, which is now 
so dominant as a category for thinking the art of the present. Populism is at once this 
art’s most obvious fact (spectacular shows like Melbourne Now, the world-wide spate 
of Biennales) and its hidden secret, the unspeakable thing it cannot do without. In a 
way, there is nothing more obvious than this latest “movement” of art, the 
contemporary. It is marked by no style, no technique, no geographical origin or 
source, no history or pre-history, no first or primary artists. It suddenly just appears 
and anything can be it (nothing is excluded from it in advance).The work simply is 
contemporary, evidence for the contemporary – and that is all contemporary art is: 
evidence for its contemporaneity, in an endless and self-validating circularity. And yet 
at the same time nothing is more testament to the inventive or doubling power of 
criticism: if there is no evidence for it, this non-evidence, this tautology or self-
equivalence, is the very sign of something’s contemporaneity. The contemporary is 
signalled not directly but only negatively, by the very absence of qualities: it is not 
modern, not post-modern, not colonial, not post-colonial. If something is not any of 
these things, then it has a chance of being contemporary. (This, as we know, is the 
strange criterion the contemporary enforces, which is why all of the art being made 
today is not contemporary: only work that is empty of all of the usual styles and 
categories has a chance of being contemporary.) But, in an uncanny kind of way, the 
critic must necessarily miss the contemporary when they try to point it out. The very 
book that inaugurates the category actually devolves into a series of other styles, each 
of which is precisely not it: remodernism, retrosensationalism, altmodernism, 
spectacular art and architecture and a post-modern turn.7 
 
The same thing can be said of populism. Populism is necessarily a love that cannot 
speak its name. Certainly, museums and art galleries, both abroad and here in 
Australia, are moving towards populism as a curatorial logic. In America, the recently 
deceased Director of the Metropolitan Museum, Thomas Hoving, in his appropriately 
titled autobiography, Making the Mummies Dance, claims to have invented the 
blockbuster through such things as a show of Egyptian tomb gold and exhibitions 
mixing Poussin, David and Pop Art.8 The further reappointment after 20 years of self-
confessed populist Glenn Lowry as the Director of MoMA has set off predictable 
criticism by ex-curator of the institution Robert Storr, who said of him that he has 
“gutted the museum in terms of its curatorial traditions”. 9 And we see the same thing 
in Australia with the undoubted king of the populist exhibition, Tony Ellwood, who is 
the mastermind behind such shows as Optimism (2008) and 21st Century (2010) at the 
Gallery of Modern Art in Brisbane and, more recently, Melbourne Now (2013) at the 
National Gallery of Melbourne. Ellwood, needless to say, has been the subject of 
much criticism for his exhibitions, by the likes of the conservative critic for The 
Australian, Christopher Allen. (And we might say that one of the key signs of 
populism, one of the things that makes it popular, paradoxically, is that no one likes it: 
it is opposed by both progressives like Storr and conservatives like Allen.) This is 
what Allen has written, for instance, of 21st Century at GoMA: “Families in shorts 
and leisure-wear, children and teenagers: the gallery is probably delighted to attract 
all these new customers, but they’re mostly there for the carnival and not to look at 
the art with any attention”.10 
 
Now, in a subsequent interview, Ellwood was easily able to bat this criticism away on 
populist grounds, and who – for this, after all, is populism we are talking about – 
could not but agree with him? Without specifically referring to Allen (because such 
criticisms are beneath the notice of a king), he says: “There are lots of people who 
seem to think that engaging children, and large numbers of teenagers, young adults in 
their 20s, is something to be dismissive of… I see 20 year olds walking in with their 
mates, by choice, and I’m just proud of that”.11 And yet, in another way, such 
defensive reactions also miss the popular. They appear too much a kind of strategy, as 
though Ellwood is hiding his real motivations, as though there is something else 
behind what he says and this could not be all he means. (People coming to shows as 
their only justification? Surely not.) As Daumier well knew all those years ago, 
populism cannot speak for itself. We can never make coincide populism and the place 
from where it is spoken. This, again, is that reversal of subject and object Langbein 
identifies, in which the popular can never be seen as such, but only through its failure. 
It can never be claimed by oneself, but only attributed to others. Populism, properly 
speaking, is like the king in Poe’s famous short story concerning the purloined letter: 
it does not speak for itself (as we say, it is characterised by no positive values, there is 
no actual reason for it), but is what everybody else speaks for, has to try to take into 
account. Populism does not sound too good when it has to justify itself: it always 
appears too trivial, too defensive. (Ellwood, finally, strikes us as only anti- Allen’s 
anti-modernism.) True populism – like a gallery director like Ellwood – is powerful 
only in being spoken for, or ghost-written, like those Director’s Forewords at the front 
of catalogues. It is what stands behind others, and whose motivations (even though it 
has none) remain mysterious and having to be guessed at. It is that which – again, this 
is the subtle point of Daumier’s caricatures – lies in full view, behind its own 
appearance, so that the conventional is transformed into the greatest distortion. This is 
why a show like Melbourne Now is so discussed, so praised, so criticised, so (in the 
only way that counts, like Facebook Likes) popular: because it has absolutely nothing 
to say, about art or anything else. 
 
But art – or rather art criticism – always misses this: it always aims too high or too 
low. It cannot grasp the popular, but can see it only as hiding something, as being 
ironic. We find this with perhaps the first (consciously) populist art movement, the 
one that ushers in the category: the YBAs of the 1980s. Critics had a very hard time 
understanding the populism of the YBAs. The very title of Julian Stallabrass’ well-
known book on the subject, High Art Lite, tells us this. It implies that the YBA artists 
intended to make high art and failed, or that their art is a kind of high art manqué.12 
And we see this also in more academic treatments, which were written, at least in the 
first accounts of the movement, using the then-predominant method of Leftist social 
art history. Take, for example, Gene Ray’s ‘Little Glass House of Horrors: High Art 
Lite, the Culture Industry and Damien Hirst’, which uses the word “philistine” in 
relation to the art, alluding to the Biblical Philistines, who precisely pretended to be 
less intelligent than they were in order to defeat the neighbouring Israelites. That is to 
say, Ray is suggesting that the art and its audience cannot really be doing what they 
appear to, but are deliberately dumbing themselves down. Or it is as though the work 
licenses a sort of socially-sanctioned stupidity or atavism, with which both it and its 
audience should not be confused. Here is Ray on Hirst’s A Thousand Years (1990): 
“As I watched the flies a group of two couples, heterosexual, thirty-somethings, 
gathered opposite on the other side of the piece. I became interested in their 
responses. Quite clearly, the piece brought out a sadistic streak in the two men. They 
soon let themselves go, roaring cheers whenever a fly was electrocuted. Eventually 
the women too began to smile. I then noticed my own reflection in the vitrine and left 
in disgust”.13 
 
But we would say that this populism is also very hard for art itself to maintain. Take 
again, for example, A Thousand Years. We would want to suggest that one of the 
things that characterises contemporary art is a different, non-aesthetic conception of 
the image. The image in contemporary art is no longer aesthetic, but alternately 
biological, pornographic, religious, like advertising. It reverts to the status of the 
image before the (Western) history of art. We see this in much of Hirst’s work, and it 
is certainly the case with A Thousand Years. The point of the work is to reduce art to a 
biological impulse, a circularity without remainder, part of the eternal cycle of life 
and death. The flies over the course of the show hatch in the rotting cow’s head, fly 
around the glass vitrine, return to lay their eggs in the head and the cycle begins again. 
Art is nothing more than this natural process. And yet, of course – and this was 
Freud’s point too in ‘Mourning and Melancholia’14 – art is this cycle. The flies that 
pass through the insect-o-cutor and enter the gallery are something like the death 
drive, that which exceeds the cycle of life and death; but, in another way, they are also 
what brings news of, makes apparent to us, this cycle. The fly is art, which is nothing 
more than the place from where this equivalence of life and death is remarked. The 
buzzing of the fly as it enters the gallery and thus becomes art is the buzzing of the 
space of enunciation itself – a pure signifier without signified – which exceeds all 
attempts to reduce it to the natural order. And this is like the Holy Spirit in Hirst’s 
Jesus and the Disciples (2003), which is to be attained only by the scouring of the 
flesh, reducing it to the material. Only by destroying what is – hence the notional 
poses of the various Apostles at the Last Supper, prefiguring the suffering that each 
will undergo – can we see what remains, can we find the Spirit, which is only that 
excess produced by rendering the spirit equivalent to the flesh.15 
 
In the end of semester exam for my Contemporary International Art course, I always 
have a question that goes “The story of art after WWII is that of the collapse of high 
art into the popular. Discuss using examples”. Of course, the answer I am looking for 
is the obvious, post-modern one that, no matter how close art and popular culture get 
to each other, they can never be the same. That, while the whole history of late 20th-
century art is the story of the gradual coming together of art and life – through Neo-
Dada, Pop, Minimalism and up to forms of Conceptual and participatory art – the two 
can never become identical, because it is the very admission by art that this is the case 
that means that art stands outside of this equivalence. It is the classic Arthur Danto 
argument concerning Warhol’s Brillo Boxes.16 Indeed, I have just used it myself with 
regard to Hirst. But what if we reversed this argument and began to think that it is 
art’s apparently small saving irony that has produced today’s populism, the passage of 
the image into inconsequentiality, into everyday life? The critic Claire Bishop is, of 
course, now well-known for her argument that the recent wave of so-called Relational 
Aesthetics – you know, art in which the artist does something like cook rice in a 
gallery or drive a taxi for a week as a way of making contact with their audience and 
offering another model for society – is not at all radical but commensurate with 
contemporary neo-liberal society. It does not only propose no change to society, but 
in its “outsourcing of authenticity”, its model of having others, that is, artists, make 
contact with others for you, is the very emblem of an increasingly atomised and 
alienated socius. As Bishop writes: “The self-effacing implications of the 
artist/activist position bring to mind the character Grace in Lars von Trier’s 2003 
provocation Dogville. Her desire to serve the local community is inseparable from her 
guilty position of privilege, and her exemplary gestures perturbingly provoke evil 
eradicable only by further evil”.17 But we might, indeed, go further than Bishop and 
begin to identify a whole lineage of post-War art that makes sense only as populism, 
or at least in the light of populism. 
 
Again, what defines our contemporary populism? What is its single – and perhaps 
only – condition? Exactly, as in Daumier, its crowd, its audience. Indeed, we would 
say that in contemporary populist art the art is its audience (both the art is judged by 
its audience and the art aims to present its audience to itself). Think in this regard of 
the real difference between the average post-War art work and the latest museum 
blockbuster. What actually distinguishes people walking on Carl Andre’s 144 
Magnesium Squares (1969) and the art show judged by numbers past the door? What 
is the difference between Hans Haacke’s MoMA Poll (1970), in which the art work 
surveys the audience, and an attendant with a clicker as you enter the gallery or an 
intern with a clipboard, asking you whether you enjoyed yourself, as you leave? What 
is the difference between relational aesthetics and the average children’s room now 
appended to every blockbuster, designed to keep you there longer than you want to, 
insofar as you once decided to reproduce? Or even, to extend the logic, what is the 
difference between those famous avant-garde gestures like Duchamp and Yves Klein 
inviting an audience to an empty room or Buren, Mosset, Parmentier and Toroni at the 
last minute cancelling their exhibition and the average blockbuster where, due to the 
very excess of the crowd, you cannot see the work or, indeed, the average 
contemporary art video, whose very point is that you are not going to stay in front of 
it and watch it, when what you have effectively come to see, or even all that you 
actually can see, is others (not) seeing the work because of you or, put otherwise, 









Todd Carney “bubbling” 
 
Two extraordinary images or emblems of our new contemporaneity: one ubiquitous, 
anonymous, everyday; the other famous, much discussed, singled out. One social, 
interactive, meant to be shared; the other lonely, solipsistic, meant to be kept private. 
But both essentially following the same logic and produced in the same way. We are, 
of course, able to trace a long genealogy of the smile in art, from the subtle, 
aristocratic grin of Raphael’s Castiglione – writer of a manual on courtly diplomacy, 
bearing an expression that is meant to be recognised by few, that makes a distinction 
between inside and outside – through the smile of Warhol – camp, disdainful, still the 
preserve of a privileged (or oppressed) minority, who recognise each other through 
secret gestures, who constitute a new, this time self-proclaimed, aristocracy or 
subculture of ironists – and on to the smile of Jeff Koons – dumb, pseudo-ironic, 
heterosexual, promising entry to all, excluding no one, a populist smile, a smile that 
hides nothing, the smile of The Simpsons or South Park, which has lost all critical 
edge, a smile of the collapse of the distinction between inside and outside, a 
masturbatory, pornographic smile, in which the viewer simply is the art work. All of 
which reaches its nadir today in this smile: the smile of the so-called selfie, which the 
populist museum encourages its audience to take with an iPhone, in which the entire 
purpose of looking at art is to be photographed with it, like visiting tourist sites that 
one knows nothing about but that one can later say one has seen. The contemporary 
museum wants you to take a selfie as a way of getting you there, but it doesn’t – and, 
by the rules of the game, cannot – actually say what it wants to do with you once you 
are there. This photo here, of course, witnesses exactly that collapse of the distinction 
between the subjective and the objective that Langbein speaks of, and it awaits only 
its modern Daumier to give it its caption. And Thomas Struth’s series of Museum 
Photos (1989-90), I would contend, represents much the same thing. Or take another 
genealogy, another decline or declination: from Duchamp’s urinal – in its original 
instantiation an admittedly ironic riposte to the levelling of taste (yes, indeed, it was 
not unDaumier-like in its skewering of upper-class pretensions with regard to art), 
against the making of the work of art whatever you will, in somehow trying to locate 
that empty point from where value in art arises18 – to Bruce Nauman’s Self-Portrait as 
a Fountain (1966) – in which Nauman attempts somehow to inhabit Duchamp, make 
equivalent if not quite yet the spectator and the artwork then at least the artist and the 
artwork – and on to footballer Todd Carney’s spectacular selfie, in which he as it were 
completes Nauman’s project, producing an entirely self-referential perpetual motion 
machine, in which what goes out also comes in, with the spectator pissing into their 
own mouth in actually becoming the urinal. Looking is pissing is being looked at is 
being pissed on with the work of contemporary art. 
 
Whatever was it that Minimal, Performance and Conceptual artists thought they were 
doing by including the audience in their work? Dealienation? Political activation? The 
production of undercover agents ready, like Jason Bourne, to spring suddenly into 
action whenever the signal was sent? Whatever it was, it has come entirely to be 
realised in the new populism, in which the audience is king, in which the art work is 
judged by its crowd, or even the crowd constitutes the artwork. The look of the 
audience upon itself, which was once understood to be driven by something like 
instrumental curiosity, a form of critical interrogation, is now revealed – as in Dan 
Graham’s Performer/Audience/Mirror (1975) – to be more like tent-preacher 
demagoguery, with the artist himself being merely the first spectator, sending back 
incessant updates on their state of mind in a series of Twitter-like reports.19 The look 
of Jeff Koons before he masturbates upon Ciccolina is like the look of an artist like 
Michael Zavros upon his own image reflected in a BMW is like the intended look of 
the spectator upon both of them (and we are always tempted to check where the hands 
are in Zavros’ self-portraits). Of course, the word commonly used to describe Zavros’ 
work is “post-critical”.20 It is precisely a way of describing the shift from the irony of 
Castiglione and Warhol, in which there was something held back behind the work, not 
visible to the spectator, some power of sprezzatura given to art to dissemble, to hide 
in full view, to double or redouble the world. Now, it is suggested, all of this is over. 
The work simply presents us, our desires, back to us unmediated. Our look upon the 
work is like Zavros’ upon himself, as though we were all pissing or even masturbating 
upon each other in Todd Carney’s toilet cubicle. 
 
Indeed, it is tempting – and this is not meant as a simple criticism, more like a buying 
recommendation to this well-heeled and conservative-leaning crowd – to see Zavros’ 
art as the art of our times, the best expression we have of our current political regime. 
Social-history analyses of the type practised in the 1970s by such figures as T.J. Clark 
internationally and Terry Smith here in Australia are now sadly out of fashion. You 
know the kind of thing: your First-Year Art History lecturer showed you a slide of 
Tom Roberts’ Shearing the Rams (1890), then followed it up with a documentary 
photo of shearing practices at the time Roberts made his painting and asked such 
questions as: Where are the mechanical clippers? Where are the Aboriginal 
shearers?21 We are tempted to do this with Bad Dad, Zavros’ 2013 Archibald Prize 
portrait of himself staring at a reflection of himself in a swimming pool and 
apparently thinking. We are tempted to ask, in a manner like those social art 
historians, what is it that Zavrois is thereby not thinking of? What other objects 
floating on water at the exact moment Zavros made his picture does he exclude, but 
are there nevertheless in ghostly and transparent form? The refugee boats (not the 
Koons-like inflatables), depicted by the likes of John Cattapan, Lyndell Brown and 
Charles Green and Pat Hoffie, amongst others. Yes, we are tempted to describe the 
populist, post-critical art of Zavros as the exact equivalent of Liberalism. But it is 
Liberalism with a capital “L”, that of the Federal Liberal Party. The work is simply a 
very brilliant – if inadvertent – allegory of Australia’s public narcissism, xenophobia, 
self-absorption and underlying prickly self-defensiveness, with the artist himself 
playing the role of an Australia doing its best to ignore the suffering going on around 
it, truly a regional bad dad. But, as I say, I’m not simply putting this forward as 
criticism: it truly would be interesting to take up Zavros’ work as a kind of equivalent 
of the art of the French Restoration, and Zavros as the revival in spirit of such painters 





Michael Zavros, Bad Dad (2013) 
 
All of this brings me finally to the Melbourne Now show, held just down the road last 
year. In fact, what I have said of Zavros and all of those other artists does not quite 
stand up. There is no way directly to criticise populism: like a king (or a performer 
dispensing chocolate coins stamped with the date of his birthday to his loyal subjects), 
it is necessarily dumb or let us say Real. Words cannot touch it. Or, like Dupin in 
Poe’s detective story, we can take our vengeance only under its ignorant but all-seeing 
eye (the subject of populism is a subject that knows not what it does). There is no 
direct critique of populism possible because this critique can merely confirm its 
popularity. Populism is not diminished by it: it is criticised only because it is popular; 
it is criticised only to make it more popular. The only critique of populism possible – 
as in Daumier – is not that it is popular but that it is not popular enough. And so it is 
with Melbourne Now. Of course, Melbourne Now was a show that was populist in its 
very conception. In principle, it adopted a policy of total inclusion: literally everyone 
in Melbourne (and not just its artists) would be up there on the walls, leaving no one 
outside to criticise it. Put simply, its spectators were meant to see themselves up there 
on the walls. They were the works of art they came to see (or, at least in Laith 
McGregor’s case, to play ping pong with). Unexpectedly perhaps, if we follow 
Michael Fried’s famous analysis of the historical origins of the contemporary 
inclusion of the spectator in the work of art,22 we might say that the show was Rococo 
in its aesthetic, and its keynote work – Ash Keating’s spraypainting from a 
cherrypicker of the brutalist concrete walls of Roy Grounds’ NGV in a variety of day-
glo colours – was the equivalent of a Rococo ceiling painting as we looked up from 
under it. (Another great Rococo ceiling painting, with the same incorporation of the 
spectator inside the work, is Olafur Eliasson’s The Weather Project (2003) at the Tate 
Modern.) And we might think in this light of another of the signature works of the 
show – Daniel Crooks’ videogame-like corridor of infinitely receding laneways – as 
also being Rococo, as well as a little Heidelberg School in its typical Melbourne self-
regard. (Substitute the tea being brewed up in Roberts’ The Artist’s Camp (1886) with 
a barista making coffee in all of the laneways in so many of the works in the show and 
you get the general idea.) 
 
The true brilliance, the true capaciousness, the true populism of the show was the way 
it attained infinity by including its own critique within it. In one of its innumerable 
Library of Babel-like alcoves was an installation featuring local magazines, including 
the aptly-titled unmagazine, which either in an issue actually in the show or 
immediately preceding it (a magnificent example of biting the hand that feeds one, but 
also of the hand feeding the mouth that bites it) published a blistering critique of the 
exhibition, denouncing it amongst its many other failings precisely for its populism: 
“What prevails is a suffocating consensus, which, in the case of the NGV, has 
morphed from an in-house treadmill diffused by a closed circuit of power to a 
consumer-driven merry-go-round”.23 However, as we have said previously, a critique 
of populism is evidence only of its popularity, functions only as another face in the 
crowd: the museum attendant clicking their counter does not care what kind of an 
experience you had when you walk out. But, deeper within the show, there was 
another work that perhaps did lay bare the logic of Melbourne Now and serves as a 
kind of summary of all we have been saying. It is by artist Helen Johnson, and it is a 
painting of a Kant reading group that took place at the University of Melbourne from 
2008 to 2012, which includes both her and her now partner, the Melbourne-based 
writer and critic Justin Clemens. (I am going to go out on a limb and guess that this is 
how they met.) The group was an attempt to think how Kant’s great text on aesthetics, 
The Critique of Judgement, could be used to engage with contemporary art, and if we 
look closely we can see a number of passages from Kant’s masterpiece scattered 
around the canvas, which serve both as Kant’s thoughts about art and perhaps 
Johnson’s about her soon-to-be boyfriend: “Beauty still bears this relationship to the 





Helen Johnson, Kant Reading Group (2011) 
 
 
As is well known, there is a certain “universalisability” at stake in Kant’s conception 
of art, just as there arguably is in Melbourne Now. This universalisability can, indeed, 
be understood as a kind of populism: in principle, everyone likes the same thing, 
everyone agrees, aesthetic taste goes beyond any individual desire (although not quite 
yet). Taste is famously “disinterested” in Kant’s conception: it is not a mere liking or 
preference but a universalisable truth. (This is why that fat judge on Master Chef, 
Matt Preston, eats only small portions or even spits his food out after he has tasted it: 
because, if food is to be an art form, it is not to be confused with any actual appetite, 
which is always too partial, too embodied – like Hitchcock liking blondes or the rock 
star buying a painting from Max von Sydow in Hannah and Her Sisters selecting a 
painting because it goes with his couch.) Now, of course, this universality is 
invariably particular – this is Haacke’s critique in his MoMA Poll and Shapolsky et al. 
(1971): that the apparent universality of modernism is underpinned by a specific 
social constituency (wealthy, well-educated, Upper West side, as is the actual 
demographic of MoMA), made possible by an exploitative socio-economic structure 
(Shapolsky was a slumlord real estate company on whose Board several Trustees of 
the Guggenheim sat, allowing them to make donations). However, the universality 
Kant is speaking about is not to be confused with any actual universal. Rather, it holds 
open the speaking position for the kind of critique of actual, historical, real-world 
taste, or let us say distortions of taste, that Haacke proposes. (Again, shades of 
Daumier.) “Universalisability” is a kind of unfillable gap or space, let us call it the 
buzzing of a fly, that we call art. 
 
And here we come to the real consequences of all we have been saying to this point. It 
is modernism in this Kantian sense, as the history of the attempts to be universal, that 
opens up a space to speak of populism. An elitist, old-fashioned modernist like me has 
nothing against populism per se, but merely wants to ask the question, the one 
question that cannot be asked of it, of where it is spoken from. (And, again, Zavros’ 
performance on the opening night of the Art Fair was symptomatic because it 
revealed that populism is always secretly authorised by a king.) In a sense, we might 
even say – it goes against our usual understanding of the supposed classism, 
Eurocentrism and sexism of modernism: all true, but modernism is also the only way 
of overturning these – that modernism is more popular than populism. It is what every 
populism strives for but always falls short of. It is something like this modernism 
behind populism that we find in Daumier, which is why, instead of any kind of juste 
milieu or compromise between high and low taste, we might say he comes from a 
position that is at once higher than high taste and lower than low taste. No one can 
definitively speak for good taste: each attempt to do is faked, distorted, put on. 
Modernist taste is, as it were, double: good taste is no sooner stated than it is bad 
taste, bad taste is what is about to become good taste. This is why, indeed, through 
Daumier, Baudelaire associates modernism with laughter: it is nothing but a series of 
failures, signalled each time by a kind of laughter. It cannot be positively embodied 
except as the sound of laughter, which, like the buzzing of a fly, points to that empty 
space from where the reigning consensus, the popular, is remarked. Laughter in 
Daumier is the sound of the popular falling short. And this is what Kant means too by 
the sensus communis that gathers around art, which is alluded to in another of the 
passages Johnson reproduces in her piece: “From a subjective universal validity, ie, 
the aesthetic, that does not rest on any concept, no conclusion can be drawn to the 
logical, because judgements of this kind have no bearing upon their object”.25 The 
sensus communis is not a simple agreement, but the continual buzz or murmur of 
disagreement; but no one disagrees without also agreeing, it is just that they don’t 
know it yet. It is not in what the two parties are saying, but in the sound of their 
voices, the place from where they are speaking, that agreement lies. 
 
We see this with the notion of the contemporary, the art-historical equivalent of 
populism. (And, of course, like all contemporary art shows, the only real subject of 
Melbourne Now, as signalled by its title, was its contemporaneity.26) It is meant to 
speak of the now, the present, the co-presence of all places at once. It is an 
extraordinarily productive concept, opening up new ways of thinking art history, 
appropriate to our global, inter-connected, post-provincial reality. But – remembering 
our Derrida – what makes all of this presence possible? A kind of différance. It is 
always a matter of what makes – and in what time – this simultaneity or at-the-same-
timeness possible? It is a question that, as Derrida reminds us, goes all the way back 
to Plato and all the way forward to Francis Fukuyama and his prediction of a neo-
liberal end of history.27 In fact, we might call the deferral that allows the 
contemporary – it is not a critique of it, but is what makes it possible – modernism. 
When Michael Fried argues for an anti-theatrical art, for a modernism as opposed to a 
Minimalist literality, it is not a definitive victory he is contemplating. Rather, what 
was once anti-theatrical can become theatrical (Millet), just as the anti-theatrical 
arises only through the defeat of theatricality. Despite the way he is often read, Fried 
is not trying to pick winners but proposing a dialectic (between scepticism and 
conviction) that runs throughout history, a dialectic that is history. (Fried, like his 
colleague, the philosopher Robert Pippin, maintains a fundamentally Hegelian 
conception of art history, for which both have been praised by the likes of Slavoj 
Žižek, if you want radical Leftist credentials.28) And this is to say that modernism is 
never complete and is what means that nothing in art is ever complete. And this is the 
case again even with Melbourne Now. Although populism purports to be a total 
principle, unappealable, ahistorical, irrefutable, the question remains of what makes it 
possible, from where it is spoken. The time of populism. And the fact is that populism 
knows that it is not complete. For precisely after such an encyclopaedic, google-like 
aggregation, which included everyone and everything to do with Melbourne, there 
were plans afoot for another iteration of the show, and another after that, to bring the 
story up to date. (May I make a recommendation that the NGV include the 
extraordinary RMIT-trained but now living in Iran Azadeh Akhlaghi, who makes 
what I would describe as Jeff Wall in Tehran? But perhaps she isn’t “Melbourne” 
enough.) Melbourne Now thus reveals itself as partial, historical, incomplete. 
Something bigger than Melbourne Now is suggested, something even more popular 
than it, that universality towards which it aspires, which is also from where it is 
spoken. Each Melbourne Now will end up turning into a Melbourne Then, and what 
we will have in the end is a particular, though undoubtedly very informative, history 
of the art of Melbourne in the early 21st century. 
 
This essay was originally delivered as a lecture for the forum ‘Going Public – The 
Public Sphere and Contemporary Art’ for the Melbourne Art Fair, which accounts for 
its spoken tone. The author would like to thank Nikos Papastergiadis and the 
Melbourne Art Foundation for their kind invitation to deliver this lecture. 
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